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A Semi-autoethnographical Account of the Order of
Malta’s Annual Pilgrimage to Lourdes
Dane Munro
University of Malta

dane.munro@um.edu.mt

Lourdes, in the French Pyrenees, has been a pilgrimage site since 1858. At present, about six
million Roman Catholic pilgrims and others visit Lourdes every year. During the annual weeklong
pilgrimage of the Order of St John, an average of about 7,500 participants from 45 countries,
including 380 doctors, nurses and pharmacists, 250 priests and other volunteers, are nursing and
caring for 1,500 malades (the sick and suffering). This semi-autoethnographical account is based on
many years of visitation as a member of the Order of St John and describes the various changes of
a political and societal nature, while the core values of healing and the emphasis on reverence have
remained unchanged.
Key Words: Order of St John, Malta, Lourdes, annual pilgrimage, semi-autoethnographic, values

Introduction

Festing confirmed this general sentiment in a speech
during the 2012 pilgrimage. Since the Order of Malta
is an international charitable institution, members from
all over the world gather at Lourdes with their malades,
or ‘Lords the Sick’ as they are called historically. These
are people who suffer from a wide range of ailments and
their pilgrimage is fully subsidised by the Order.

The essence of Lourdes is healing, initiated by the
phenomenon of a Marian apparition on Thursday 25
February 1858 in the cave-grotto of Massabielle. In the
shape of a female figure, wearing a white dress with a blue
sash and with gold roses at her feet, the apparition asked
Bernadette for two things. Firstly, for the construction of
a chapel on top of the rock of this Grotto. Secondly, the
apparition commanded Bernadette to ‘Go, drink of the
waters and bathe yourself there.’ Bernadette went into
the cave but did not find any water source. Prompted and
guided by the apparition, she nonetheless started digging
with her own bare hands in the mud and uncovered a
spring. This was the start of the miraculous healing
reputation of this grotto and its spring, and people
have never stopped visiting since. Two major aspects
henceforth dominate the story of Lourdes. To begin
with, the female figure of the apparition was, by popular
consensus, identified as the Virgin Mary, Our Lady, the
Mother of God. Narratives of miraculous healing by
means of water from Mary’s blessed spring consequently
started to flood the world.

The Maltese Association first went to Lourdes in 1992
with two malades. First by plane to Rome, then by train
with the Italian Association to Lourdes. In 2001, the
Maltese Association booked seats on a regular flight, and
in 2004 had its own charter. From 2007 until today, two
charter planes carry the Maltese Association and their
malades to Lourdes annually, somewhere between 250
and 300 people.
The author has been visiting the pilgrimage site of
Lourdes in the French Pyrenees, both as a private pilgrim
and as ‘personnel’ during the annual pilgrimage of the
Maltese Association of the Order of Malta for the last
20 years. For ease of reference, all volunteers on these
pilgrimages are called personnel.

Research Methodology

One hundred years later, in 1958, the Order of Malta
began to organise its first annual pilgrimage to Lourdes,
in the first week of May. Lourdes is regarded as its
spiritual headquarters ever since Grand Master Matthew

Auto-ethnography has been developed as a research
method since the mid-1980s, with as purpose to have a
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more profound interaction between researcher and the
area of interest (Lopez, 2013:280). The annual pilgrimage
of the Order of Malta to Lourdes, as the subject of a
critical assessment by means of an auto-ethnographical
case study, takes place in the natural setting of that
pilgrimage. Auto-ethnography is a tool to enquire into
the experiences and emotions of participants while being
a participant among them, enabling the calibration of
the researcher’s own experiences with those who are
studied. The auto-ethnographical method of enquiry is
often criticised as it is deemed to allow the researcher
to be the prima ballerina with diva-moments. Since the
pilgrimage to Lourdes of the Order of Malta is a massive
undertaking, it is not about me but as my part of a larger
whole. For this reason, I decided to choose a semi-autoethnographical approach in order to not allow my own
experiences to overshadow those who matter more, the
malades, and to maintain an academic distance from
my research topic. I find that this approach is better for
supporting the voices of those who do not have a voice.
All the observations in this research are made in public
places in Lourdes. All areas in the sanctuary are public
and accessible for everybody. Obviously, there are
moments of strict privacy, such as in the Baths, during
confession, private celebrations and in the Accueil, the
sanctuary’s pilgrimage hospital.
In this chapter, I am embracing the approach of the
longue durée, not only from a historical point of view
but also my participation in pilgrimages to Lourdes spans
20 years; some aspects of the pilgrimage have changed
considerably over time, in tandem with political and
societal changes, while the core value of healing and
the emphasis on reverence for Our Lady have remained.
Other core values, such as hospitality and economic
benefit for the Lourdais and the town of Lourdes, have
endured as well.

Concept and Core Values
Healing in France in 1858 was a different matter
altogether than today, in a country suffering from war,
political upheaval and strife between religion and
secularism. Although, conceptually, there is not so much
difference with the present, Hermkens et al. (2009) write
that nowadays, the scale of reaching people globally
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is unprecedented compared to the past and so is the
activation of Marian devotion. People keep on having
visions of Mary, in their dreams or see Her in or on
objects. It is noted that Mary typically appears to the
weak, the marginalised and the underprivileged, rather
than to the rich and powerful. Consequently, those
visiting Marian shrines are mostly the poor and the sick,
often with mobility issues or other challenges.
A typical pilgrimage to Lourdes takes the malades
out of the periphery and places them in the centre, so
that they can challenge these inequalities and undergo
empowerment and improve life’s qualities (Notermans,
2008; Hermkens et al., 2009). The annual pilgrimage of
the Order of Malta assists those malades in exactly doing
that. For us, the personnel, it is clear that ‘care is cure.’
From this perspective, a Lourdes veteran, in discussing
their role with me referred to St Francis of Assisi, saying
that:
the essence is that in giving we receive so much
more.
One must keep in mind that many of the people in our
care, the malades, live a restricted life at home, often
commuting between home and hospital. Once at Lourdes,
they feel this immense liberation and gratitude, being so
close to their revered Mother of God at the Grotto.
The tone of the pilgrimage of the Order of Malta to
Lourdes is both nostalgic and traditional, as it brings
aspects of a historic military organisation, pageantry,
uniforms, banners, flags, discipline and strictly organised
processions. The whole organisation of the annual
pilgrimage runs therefore in a precise manner, making
sure no one is forgotten and that everyone’s dignity is
maintained. The historical aspect of the Order moulds
the pilgrimage into a different shape than that of a local
parish priest who goes to Lourdes with his parishioners.
For all, the Lourdes experience is an expression of lived
religion, within a traditional, prescribed and at times
rather dogmatic setting. The big difference is, however,
that ‘traditional pilgrimage’ bears an echo of the past,
wherein the pilgrimage was transactional. The pilgrim
donated cash or other valuables at a shrine and received
intangible products, such as indulgences (Bell & Dale,
2011). In contrast, although the way the Order goes about
presenting itself in Lourdes may be called traditional, the
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That leads to a pilgrimage’s own form of ‘après-ski’,
to continue the good feeling and (spiritual) benefits
accumulated over the day(s). These are, inter alia, being
listened to, being treated as a full and valued member
of society and to celebrate the feeling of fulfilment. The
latter is often by means of food experiences (Munro
et al., 2023), drink, shopping, all kinds of touristic
activities, relaxation, enjoyment of life and some suitable
manner of entertainment. As a prime example, at Lourdes
shopping has been sacralised, because fulfilment cries
out for celebration and gifts for those who stayed at home
(Munro, 2017).

Figure 1: Lourdes

To give an idea of what the annual pilgrimage of the
Order entails, one needs to keep in mind that there are 48
national associations all over the globe. Usually, about
7,500 participants arrive for one week. This means close
coordination within each association and their pilgrimage
director and with the Lourdes Sanctuary authorities,
among others, the Brancardiers de l’Hospitalité de
Lourdes and the respective Chefs de Service. One goal,
among many others, is to provide slots for each association
for the Baths, a Holy Mass at the Grotto in the required
language, churches and chapels for the other daily Holy
Masses and spiritual exercises. Then there must be
bookings made for the required beds in the hotels and
the Accueil, enough food and space in the Refectories,
(reflecting all the different dietary requirements), enough
wheelchairs, electric mobility scooters and the typical
hooded, blue wheelchairs.

Photo by author

pilgrimage itself is now purely transformational. The
malades, who have already suffered enough in life, are
not expected to make any sacrifices in order to receive
blessings. In Lourdes, they have the opportunity to fulfil
their potential, to become empowered, and to embrace
the opportunities of what seems unexpected and out of
their reach in their daily lives at home. Hence, the lived
religion, expressed in emotions, gives shape to the setting
of, among others, the Holy Masses at the Grotto, the Way
of the Cross and in the Baths. In Lourdes many people
experience heightened emotions and intensive feelings
of religiosity and spirituality. Aspects of time are crucial
here too: closure of the past, experiencing the present and
adapting to the future.

A malade remarked that:
the whole pilgrimage structure was such an
enormous affair, all these people brought
together just to serve us, as a common effort.
Surely, each of the volunteers must have different
motivations to do this and spend their time and
effort on us, but still. As a single body of the
Order, they give us love and show that there is
not only greed and abuse of power in the world.
This really restored my faith in humanity too.
And yes, miracles do happen here!

The Lourdes Pilgrim
Shackley (2001:77) maintains that the core product of
a site is the anticipated and perceived spiritual benefit.
However, that intangibility is supported by an array of
tangible services, to satisfy all the other needs of pilgrims,
where value is not of a monetary nature. This comes also
in the form of secular enjoyment, food and souvenirs.

With any mass-gathering of great diversity, one is
justified in asking if one can detect any form of Turner’s
communitas? It can be observed that both in each of the
48 national associations of the Order, where people of
the same culture and language are together, and on a
68
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worldwide scale, where the identity of the Order is the
all-encompassing factor, there is certainly a normative
communitas present during the pilgrimage. In analogy to
Turner and Turner
participating groups, by attempting to preserve,
in and by its religious, moral, and legal codes,
and by its religious and civil ceremonies
(1969:131-40)
may form a normative communitas.

The Personnel Perspective
When an organisation concerns so many people, it stands
to reason that there must be some form of discipline,
and that there must be strict adherence to the assigned
duties, time schedules and diligence in carrying out
the tasks for the benefit of the malades. Only then, the
malades may get the full attention and service provision
they deserve. This also means that when everything runs
like clockwork, there is much more time for everybody
involved to enjoy themselves and for the benefits of the
pilgrimage to take effect.
We, the personnel, must be well acquainted with the
content of the standard operating procedures, which
describe how one needs to handle the malades, personal
hygiene, medical procedures, cleaning protocols,
transport procedures and many other issues. The main
tasks of the personnel are divided between the hospital
wards, the Refectory, the Children’s Programme, the
Baths, transport, and the pilgrims’ programme. We are
reminded that we should act in a decorous way at all
times and that preserving human dignity is of the utmost
importance.
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timers, it might be awkward, finding yourself in a
uniform in a public place. The pilgrimage of the Order
to Lourdes still has a historic military character, and
we all wear the attire of the Order (for females an oldfashioned white nurse uniform with a black cape, and
for males a uniform resembling an 1970s British police
uniform). This provides a certain equality, anonymity,
and recognisability. Of course, the rest of the tourists
at the airport are obviously staring at you, as if you are
an exotic species whose image must be shared on social
media instantly.
Naturally, the phenomenon of being gazed at is a daily
occurrence for our malades. However, the uniform will
grow on you, as the uniform is the only apparel one
wears during the pilgrimage, even in one’s free time. It is
all part and parcel of the organisation, image of the Order
and self-image of the personnel. After all, it represents
a nearly 1000-year-old Hospitaller organisation which is
still very much relevant in the world.
A volunteer states:
As soon as I dress in my uniform, crisp white veil
and black cloak, I have this sense of purpose. I
am going to fulfil my duties as an act of love, an
act of selfless giving. Each time I am in Lourdes,
I am receiving 1000-fold more than what I am
giving.
Another volunteer adds:
As soon as you put on your uniform, everything
else fall by the wayside.
From the point of view of the malades, it is evident that
these take their identity as Lords the Sick1 very seriously
too:
We were surrounded by all these volunteers,
doctors, nurses, pharmacists, all in their
uniforms of the Order, obscuring what their
professions are back home, but showing that
they are there for us.

A malade reacts as follows:
The volunteers are always ready to help us, for
regular things but also for urgent needs. They do
everything with dedication, discipline, and love,
as if I had known them for many years. They are
always there, treating you with dignity, helping
us with our special needs, changing wheelchairs
when I came in from outside or comforting me in
difficult moments.
The volunteering job starts and finishes at Malta Airport.
There we stand, in uniform, at the airport, checking
in two planes full of personnel and malades. For first-

I have been involved in the Accueil as a lay nurse, in
transport duties, and over the last few years as the
1 Historically in the Order of Malta the weak and sick were
called the Signori Malati as the sick needed to be treated with
the utmost respect. As in general in Christianity, everybody
needs to treat the sick, needy and pilgrims well as one of
them could be Christ in disguise. Hence, in English, this
term for the malades is ‘Our Lords the Sick.’.
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possible and achievable, then it can be achieved, and one
feels less bothered by such problems rather than when
one is not able to achieve the necessary changes. Active
listening is then one of those catalysts setting the process
of acceptance in motion. In connection to this, there
are also reasons why ‘alternative’ medicine is typically
encouraged by medical practitioners. If there is a chance
that a patient’s mindset and mood can improve, then so
can their quality of life (Oh et al., 2010).

coordinator of the pilgrims’ programme, daily enquiring
about their wellbeing, and making sure that everybody
knows where to find all the venues and services. What
has left an indelible impression on me is volunteering
as a lay nurse. I can confirm that performing that role
will maintain your humility. Charity is unconditionally
caring for people who cannot care for themselves.
In that role, washing people, changing their diapers,
feeding them, listening to them, gives you a whole
new perspective on being vulnerable and immobile:
life lessons never to be forgotten. Different experiences
are amassed in the transport of the malades, where we
wheel them throughout the sacred places, the Sanctuary,
and the village. Other personnel who are working in the
Refectory (the restaurants in the Accueil) and help in the
Baths, have their own stories to tell.

From the first miracles of Lourdes in 1858 until the
present day, only 70 miracles have been acknowledged
by Le Bureau de Contestations Medicales. This Medical
Bureau was established in 1883 to deal with the medical
verification of such miracles (Harris, 1999), a very
contested area of medical research. To my knowledge,
Lourdes is the only pilgrimage site which has such a
medical bureau, as after all, in Lourdes there is much
emphasis on healing. It seems not only an answer for the
pressure of critique of early socialists in France (Harris,
1999), but also reflects the rigour of the Vatican’s own
Medical Board and of the Congregation for the Causes
of Saints.

One very important aspect is that the personnel are
there to serve the malades, and that they should be of
comfort to them. There is a need for sympathy, empathy,
active listening, and no one may show indifference to
the malades’ pain or discomfort. The value of active
listening cannot be underestimated. Many of the malades
have been ill for a long time or may still be under shock
of a recent medical event or intervention. In order to heal,
or to at least accept the situation they are in, they need to
express themselves by repeatedly telling their story, to
get closure. It is not surprising that at home few people
will listen to them, as they have heard the story before.
The same may go for their usual hospital experiences,
where the nurses must preserve their professionalism and
their own sanity, and therefore have less time to listen or
socialise. In Lourdes, a member of personnel is matched
with a malade and one of the main tasks is listening. This
will set in motion the process of acceptance, well-being,
and healing.

Despite the rather low number of miracles, Lourdes has
gained a solid reputation of miracles always being ‘in
the air’. According to Schienle, Höfler and Wabnegger
(2019), belief in the miracles of Lourdes is ‘positively
correlated with general religiousness and with feelings of
connectedness’, and they further quote the Pew Research
Centre, stating that 79 percent of respondents either
‘completely’ or ‘mostly’ agreed that miracles occur today.
One aspect, which is often overlooked by critics of
Lourdes and other places of spiritual healing, is that
of acceptance, probably one of the greatest and finest
moments of a malade’s fulfilment. Acceptance is a small
miracle in itself, a celebration of the unexpected. A
pilgrimage can be very beneficial for persons who have
recently encountered a life-changing event and are still
fighting and struggling with it. Acceptance is often seen as
a definitive and consciously taken step leading to healing.
To allow positive change and make a fresh start with a
new, valuable and worthy rest-of-one’s-life, a person
often needs to go outside the confines and restrictions
of everyday life (Notermans, 2008). A transformative
experience leading to acceptance becomes viable only

Miracles and Acceptance
Scott (2010) studies miracle cures, saints, pilgrimages
and the healing power of belief. He points out that a belief
in miracle cures by means of a saint is not restricted to
the mediaeval period. At present, many people are still
very comfortable with the idea that a saint can perform
miracle healing and Scott, a member of the medical
profession, proposes a supplementary explanation to
what occurs when religious people appeal to saints or
the divine for healing. If people believe that change is
70
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when the restrictions of what is familiar, a possible
hindrance or a blockage to acceptance, and ultimately
healing, is left behind for a while. A pilgrimage, often a
transformative experience in itself, may become a portal,
an opening for one’s mind to clear all that is marred and
stuck, and to reconsider and re-evaluate one’s life and
find solutions for a new start (own experience). There
are, to my experience, a number of occasions which
may lift this transformative experience to a higher level
and trigger acceptance. These are the above-mentioned
effects of care and active listening. Malades soon realise
that they are not alone. The Esplanade in the heart of the
Sanctuary can hold thousands of people, and often does
(Figure 2). Pilgrims at Lourdes do not experience such
masses of people as ‘overtourism’. Instead, they regard
those thousands of other participants as a confirmation of
their beliefs, and they would not have it any other way.
They also know that Lourdes is large enough to find a
solitary spot when one needs it. Of importance here is
the dynamism of the masses. That energy coming from
all those hopeful people strengthens their belief and
encourages healing.

Volume 10(iv) 2022

A malade added:
I was overwhelmed at what a collective
gathering can achieve. It seems to me that we all,
here together in Lourdes, are having immense
spiritual energy. My belief was confirmed that
we can heal our chaotic world by getting all
connected through love, really caring for each
other, being of genuine service, as if we are
being invited to be the miracle!
This was followed by a reaction of another malade:
As a Catholic, you always pray for a miracle,
and you may get what you need, not what you
want. Our Lady, as a mother, has this particular
way of knowing exactly what is needed!

Lourdes: Place of Peace, Spirit of Place, and
Thin Space
What makes the pilgrim return to Lourdes, sometimes
annually? The mystery surrounding the place acts like a
magnet. Lourdes’ spirit of place is very much influenced
by its environmental beauty, its river, trees, mountains,
sacred landscape, colours, fragrance and sounds. The

Figure 2: The Dynamism of the Masses

Photo by Author
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architecture and lay-out of the sanctuary combine a
tasteful combination of various building styles, old and
new, above ground and underground. And then there is
the Grotto, the centre point of attraction. The natural
setting of the Grotto means that it is always surrounded
by the murmuring of the river, rustling of tree leaves and
in daytime, the song of birds. During the night, the Grotto
offers peace and quiet, time for reflection while all the
malades are safely tucked away in bed. Certainly, the
Grotto can also be regarded as a thin place, a place where
Heaven and earth meet, i.e.,

of one’s walk of life. For these children, some of them
terminally ill, who spend their days between school
and hospital treatments, to be in the centre of attention
means the world for them. Also, for the parents there is
an assurance that when the inevitable moment comes and
they lose their child, they are not alone. During this Holy
Mass, emotions and tears run free, as that is part of the
Marian Maltese experience too.

[the] thinness of the boundary between this
world and the spiritual world (Béres, 2012).

My grandson of ten years of age, had asked if
he could come with me to Lourdes. Not long
after, this became a reality, when cured from a
very rare form of cancer. I can never describe
my feelings when he was there with me, since he
had been just one little step away from joining
Our Lady in Heaven. We were able to thank The
Blessed Mother for his recovery.

To counterbalance some of the criticisms, here are three
reactions from parents and grandparents:

Some reactions may speak for themselves:
The Grotto is an oasis of peace, it is my retreat
from all stress and demands of life.
As long as Lourdes will exist, I feel that our
world is a safer place, since evil is ripping our
societies apart. Our Lady of Lourdes not only
heals our bodies but also our hearts and souls.
For me, Lourdes is Heaven on earth.

I went to Lourdes with my son, suffering from a
rare neuromuscular genetic condition, besides
having multiple food allergies. Our son received
his first holy communion in the Grotto, making
it an unforgettable experience. The Grotto and
the Sanctuary, I find, are a slice of Heaven. You
can feel the faith of thousands, and being part
of collective prayers and devotion only deepens
this spiritual richness.

The last reaction simply reflects how important Our Lady
is for Roman Catholics, as the Mother of humankind.
Her purity enables salvation, as Our Lady is free of
sin and therefore of evil. She gives solace to countless
people who are feeling powerless when confronted with
seemingly unconquerable evil.

It is astonishing how resilient these young
children are, in view of what they have and are
enduring in the form of illnesses. It inspires
and encourages people to review their own
lives. Needlessly complaining about trivial
things of daily life pales in comparison to what
these children and their families have to go
through. And it is exactly them who are filled
with the utmost faith in Our Lady, when She is
interceding on their behalf.

Every association is assigned a slot to celebrate mass in
their language at the Grotto. For the Maltese Association,
that means a Holy Mass in Maltese, a semitic language, in
which the name for God is Alla. The Maltese Association
also sponsors a number of sick children, and some of
them will receive the sacrament of Holy Eucharist and
Confirmation during this mass. Although this is one of
the aspects of the pilgrimage to Lourdes which draws
criticism, at times relentlessly cynical, such as ‘you are
just giving them false hope’ or ‘it is very cruel to use
children for your religious propaganda’, and ‘it is all
hocus pocus to keep you under the control of the Church’.
However, for the Maltese this is one of the highlights of
the pilgrimage.

Every year, I dedicate a Holy Mass to the beloved
departed of our family. It has become an annual
ritual, to which I am very much looking forward
to. After that, we will light several candles in
their remembrance.
Connection with the past is very important. Many
pilgrims in Lourdes will dedicate a mass to the deceased.
Notermans (2009:145) holds that remembering ancestors
‘is at the very heart of Marian devotion,’ since it is all
about the family. Without remembering, a family will

Here one must understand the concept of ‘Malteseness’,
a form of solidarity among the Maltese, irrespective
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lose its history. Hence the importance of children at
the mass in the Grotto, as there must be closure for one
generation and a beginning for the next.

and has become a constant factor in the lives of many,
providing comfort for the soul. Being in Lourdes is then a
step further, providing comfort for body, soul, and spirit.

Pilgrimage Values in Lourdes

Regarding religious values, all Roman Catholic pilgrims
import similar religious values into this Roman Catholic
site, but not similar cultural values, as the pilgrims are
truly a globally diverse body. What binds them all is the
reverence to Our Lady, not the culture of their homeland
or their food preferences. Although people do bring
values and meaning to a site, they also receive values
and meaning from it. Of course, Lourdes can be visited
by anybody at any time, not just Roman Catholics, as
we live in a free world and there is neither any form of
religious apartheid nor are there demands of proof of
Roman Catholicism. This freedom counts as one of the
greatest values of Lourdes.

A sacred site cannot develop on its own without the
influence of people who give it meaning and value.
Mecca is mentioned in the Qur’an and has therefore a
fixed position, whether pilgrims arrive or not. The same
Scriptural foundation applies to Malta and the arrival
of St Paul on the islands. Lourdes may be thought to be
different, as it is not mentioned in the Scriptures and only
came into being after 1858. However, since it centres on
the apparitions of Our Lady, the mother of God, and on
the aspect of healing, one of the most fundamental of our
perennial needs is the power of the narratives created
around the Grotto and Lourdes to cement the position of
Lourdes as ‘immovable’ (Haller & Munro, 2021).
The values of care, dignity and humanity of the Hospitaller
mission of the Order are embedded in its organisational
structure, time management, events, and accompany the
Order to wherever it is active. Those Hospitaller values
travel to Lourdes too, while Lourdes itself has its own
values to offer. Lourdes is one of those pilgrimage sites
where the travel to the site is unimportant, as long as one
arrives there; what is really and truly important is the
stay in the Domain, i.e., the Sanctuary of Lourdes. The
tradition of healing is localised at the Grotto, providing
the quintessential value and meaning to the site. All
the religious and pilgrimage services are located in
this Sanctuary, such as the medical bureau, specialised
bookstore, confession stalls, the Miracle Museum,
counselling and many more. In contrast, the secular
town itself holds all the tourism related businesses and
services, creating a distinction between the religious
pilgrimage and the tourism product of Lourdes. This is
a value in itself, separating the Sanctuary from the world
at large, whereby the secular provides easy accessibility
to the sacred.
Since 1858, millions and millions of people have visited
the site, had their pilgrimage experiences and told their
stories. Lourdes, as a phenomenon, has been embraced
by the Church and has been recognised as such. The
Holy Mass at the Grotto at Lourdes is televised every day

All pilgrims to Lourdes are met with the religious and
cultural values of Lourdes itself, as the French have a
significant cultural offer at hand, including hospitality,
regional food and landscape. Without fail, the many
catering establishments in Lourdes are welcoming to the
Order’s international pilgrims, malades and personnel, as
we have come to know many of the entrepreneurs and
their staff on a personal basis.

Empty Meeting Grounds
Pilgrimage sites void of pilgrims seemingly become
empty meeting grounds, in analogy to MacCannell
(1992), bereft of their original meaning and value. The
void and sustainability of values can perhaps be best
measured against the effect of Covid-19, which has hit
the economy of Lourdes severely, notwithstanding that
pilgrims kept on arriving. In May of 2022, during our
pilgrimage, the town of Lourdes offered a sad sight, more
than a third of all the shops were closed, shutters down,
lights off. Most of the staff of the hotels and restaurants
had somehow survived by taking up other jobs on the
side. The Order’s pilgrimage was one of the first big
events in the year, and staff had returned to their old jobs,
recognising us and welcoming us as of old, but with a
sad story to tell. One may conclude, with regard to the
economic value: No pilgrims, no healing, no income,
no employment. An unsuccessful shrine does not attract
worshippers and pilgrims, let alone commerce.
73

Munro

A Semi-Autoethnographical Account of the Order of Malta’s Annual Pilgrimage to Lourdes
Figure 3: Empty Meeting Ground
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pilgrimage, we engaged in prayer by undertaking the
lower Way of the Cross, and the interpretation was
according to a Marian narrative. This ritual tells the story
of the Passion of Christ from the point of view of his
mother, Mary. The general idea is that no parent should
bury their child. Among us were several women who had
gone through the trauma of losing a child, and this ritual
along the way of the Cross became deeply emotional and
meaningful, and this was when ‘Malteseness’ offered
solace and comfort. Works of art have both a spiritual
and commercial value (Rotherham, 2007:69). When no
one is around, their spiritual value seems to be dormant,
but, is reawakened with the pilgrims’ gaze or prayer.
Their commercial value will always be there, as the sale
of postcards, souvenir cast-offs and books will continue,
with or without pilgrims or visitors to the actual site.

A similar scenario rolled out for the religious services and
ancillary services: Lourdes has many such services, but
without many pilgrims, they remain unused. Also, empty
churches remained without prayers, religious statues and
other works of art remained unviewed.
Religious statues have always played an important role
in Western pilgrimage. Freedberg (1991) holds that the
response and arousal effect on the pilgrim is conditioned
by the context. When the pilgrim is well-prepared and
well-conditioned during a pilgrimage, the effects will be
proportionally high and different from a regular church
visit. Notermans (2009) remarks that the familiarity of
an image is important too with regard to the response.
Statues with which the pilgrim is familiar, will elicit a
response and arousal effect, being part of the religious
or spiritual fabric of the pilgrim. During the May 2022
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Figure 4: Deserted Streets of Lourdes
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When a pilgrimage site is void of pilgrims, when there
is no one to experience the narrative or interpretation, it
is truly deserted (Haller & Munro, 2021). I agree with
those who say that Lourdes without the malades is not
the same, as the aspect of caring is no longer there and
the value synthesised by religion in action is absent.
Certainly, without any visitors at all, Lourdes seemed
as lonely as any other deserted place. However, I would
like to propose a few counter arguments too. Although a
pilgrimage site can be void of pilgrims, it does not stop
carrying value. Lourdes, and in particular the Grotto, will
never lose its value, even if eradicated from the face of
the earth by war or natural catastrophe. This is due to
the importance given by many Roman Catholics to Our
Lady. Lourdes, thanks its existence, to its narratives and
Our Lady and Bernadette Soubirous, will live on in its
very fibre. Whatever happens to physical Lourdes itself
will be outlived by those narratives. One theological
reason for this comes from Heschel (1976:196) who
claims that ‘not only does man need God, God is also in
need of man’, in other words, God needs humankind as

an audience (Pers. comm Amir Massiach). This in line
with the concept of curated memory, where just the right
amount of the past is kept alive to navigate into the future
(Munro, 2019). Similarly, Mecca, Jerusalem, Santiago
de Compostela and many other pilgrimage destinations
never lost their core value or their momentum and proved
to be ‘Covid-19’ resistant in the long run. Besides,
Hermkens et al. (2009:1) argue that Marian pilgrimages
are actually modernity, and secularisation resistant, and
therefore of great importance to pilgrimage.
The Order of Malta stopped its international pilgrimage
to Lourdes in 2020 and 2021, as it was deemed
irresponsible to travel with vulnerable people and expose
them to the risk of a Covid-19 infection. When the
international pilgrimage of the Order re-started in 2022,
with about two-thirds of the usual participants and much
less malades, the spirit of Lourdes was simply there, or
re-awakened. The Grotto was not any less of a thin place,
the value of its spirituality remained, even on a smaller
scale. The lower number of malades still triggered the
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Figure 5: A New Hope for Lourdes
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Conclusion

dynamism of the masses, the contagion of enthusiasm,
camaraderie, and positive vibe, which all give a true
value to Lourdes, as this generates spirituality, fulfilment,
acceptance, and healing.

The annual pilgrimage to Lourdes by the Order of
Malta is a massive undertaking, serving many purposes.
Preserving human dignity is at the forefront of it all,
providing meaning and value follows close behind. This
pilgrimage provides an opportunity for those in need,
to seek comfort, healing, and closure. Notwithstanding
criticism from the secular world (surprisingly not so much
from the medical or science worlds) or other Christian
denominations, the pilgrimage keeps on reaping benefits
for the participants. The upkeep of traditions, nostalgia,
and the pageantry also provides support and maintains
what is being rapidly lost in modern society. There is a
reciprocity of values and meaning between the pilgrim,
the Order and Lourdes, as the synergy of the pilgrimage
is created by all the stakeholders. Even during the
pandemic and periods of lockdown, although Lourdes
suffered economically, its value and reputation remained,
even without the people.

On a private, and therefore smaller scale, very powerful
moments could be enjoyed at the Baths. Due to Covid and
subsequent health and safety regulations, the Baths could
not be used as usual, where people would submerge in
the water. Instead, a ritual of spiritual cleansing with the
water of Lourdes was carried out, of rinsing, touching,
washing, and drinking. My wife and I stood opposite
each other, and first individually were given some water
to ritually clean our hands, wash our faces and drink a
handful, under prayers. Then we stood opposite each
other, holding hands, which were rinsed, while prayers
were said. For us it was a powerful moment of renewal
of our marriage vows.
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